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ABSTRACT 

This study described teaching methods in use in 
computer studies classes, explored the reasons for their use, and 
explored perceptions of effectiveness. Four main research methods 
were userl: semistructured interviews; observation of teaching; 
perusal of course documents; and informal collection of information 
by talking to students and tutors. One class studied had a slightly 
more formal approach — lectures supported by handouts and overhead 
projector slides followed by practical exercises for the students; 
the other had a less formal approach — brief talKs interspersed with 
practical activities, self-selection of computing activities, and 
social activities. Students found plenty of hands-on experience 
backed up by individual support from tutors most effective. Four main 
dimensions of effectiveness Tor students were identified: 
effectiveness as learning about computing; effectiveness as an 
intere':t in computing; effectiveness as enjoyment of the course; and 
effectiveness as gaining self-awareness. Data suggested six 
subsidiary factors that influenced teaching effectiveness: guidance 
and continuous support; class composition; student isolation; tutor 
isolation; resources; and evaluation/assessment. (Nine references and 
descriptions of evening and day courses are appended.) (YLB) 
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There is increasing attention on the need to encourage greater 
adult participation in education and training. Little is known, 
however, about the kinds of teaching methods adults encounter 
when they do return to study. This report is one of a series of case- 
studies on the teaching method^ used in a range of courses and on 
perceptions of their effectiveness. 
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COMPUTER STUDIES 



PREFACE 



This case-study of teaching and learning in computer studies courses is part of a larger research 
project on teaching and learning in adult education. The aim of the research is to identify teaching 
methods which adult learners and their tutors perceive as effective across a range of different kinds 
of courses. We wish to emphasise that the focus ofthe research is on teaching methods. By reporting 
adult learners' perceptions of the effectiveness of methods we are able to speculate a littie about how 
adults learn. However, the research was not directed at exploring this. The concern was to describe 
the teaching methods in use, explore the reasons for their use and explore perceptions of effective- 
ness. We have little to say about, for example, what the adult learners were bringing to their courses 
in terms of motivation, previous experience or knowledge. 

In iue course our final report will draw comparisons across the range of courses studied. 
However, It was thought that the case-study reports of specific subject areas would be of interest to 
those working in these areas. 

The repoi : is deliberately brief and is divided into four chapters. Oiapter 1 provides descriptive 
information about the focus of the research, the particular courses studied and the research methods 
used. Chapter 2 concentrates on the teaching methods which have been perceived as effective and 
identifies four main dimensions of effectiveness for students: effectiveness as learning about 
computing, effectiveness as an interest in computing, effectiveness as enjoyment ofthe course and 
effectiveness as gaining self-awareness. Chapter 3 looks beyond teaching methods to a nmge of other 
factors identified by our respondents, as affecting effective teaching. Chapter 4 contains the main 
findings and a summary. Finally we include, as two brief appendices, descriptions of course content 
and methods. 

This report would not have been possible without the help and co-operation of many people. 
We are particularly grateful to the adult students and their tutors for putting up with us observing their 
'classrooms' and for sparing time to be interviewed. We are grateful too, to Mavis Gutu who typed 
the report quickly and accurately. Responsibility for the content rests with the authors and the report 
docs not necessarily represent the views either of SCRE or of SED who funded the research. 
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Summary 



A brief summary is provided as a handy reference tool and as a guide to the main body of the report. 
Details of the research design and methods arc contained in Chapter 1 . It is important to refer to this 
chapter to understand the chum that can be made about the research. The detailed study of a small 
number of examples means that we can raise points for consideration by adult educators. We cannot 
generalise about all computer studies courses. In Chapter 4 we summarise our findings. 



Teaching Methods 



Effectiveness of Methods 



Effectiveness as learning 
about computing 



Effectiveness as an 
interest in computing 



Effectiveness as 
enjoyment 

Effectiveness as gaining 
self^awareness 



A variety of teaching methods was used Students found Chapter 2 
plenty of hands-on experience with the computcn, backed 
up by individurl support from their tutors, particularly 
helpful. 

We report students* and tutcffs' perceptions of effectiveness. Chapter 2 
We had no independent measures of effectiveness. 

Students quickly felt at ease with computers if there were Chapter 2 
user-friendly machines for each student, backed up by 
individual support from friendly tutors. Students also 
appreciated receiving lectures or brief talks and handouts 
about computing. They liked working at their own speed 
and to have some control over their own learning. 

Students wanted to learn how they could use computing at Chapter 2 
home or at work. Some Employment Training students 
wished to learn aboutprogrammingand were disappointed 
that this was not the aim of the course. Therefore, they did 
not find the course interesting. 

Students enjoyed learning something new andchallenging. Chapter 2 
Tt gave them confidence and a sense of achievement. 

Students, particularly the unemployed, felt that they had Chapter 2 
gained something apart from an understanding of 
computing. Such gains included self-esteem through 
coping with new technology, and learning to mix with a 
variety of people. 



Guidance and continuous Several students seemed to be in need of more pre-course Chapter 2 
support guidance because they could not see the relevance of the 

course for their own needs. Many of the Employment 
Training students appeared to require continuous support 
both for their vocational plans and for coping with their 
personal prrblems. 
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Composition of ihe class Both thcsc couTSCs wcrc designed for bcpnners and yet Chapters 
someof the sitidents had had nrevious computing experience. 
This created problems for both the students and tutors. 

Students' Isolation Students liked to have opportunities to mix with each other Chapter 3 
and some complained if this was notprovidcd for during the 
course. Some unemployed students remained unemployed 
after completion of acoursc. Qub activities and anewslctter 
helped to prevent them from feeling isolated according to 
their co-onlinaK>rs and tutors. 



Tutor Isolation The evening course tutors said that they lost contact with Chiv^er 3 

their students after the completion of the course. This 
meant tiiat they had no means of evaluating the long term 
benefits of the course. The day course tutors felt that they 
were not given enough information about students before 
they came on a course. 

Resources Tutors claimed that user-friendly machines enabled students Chapter 3 

to leam quickly. The provision of sufficient materials or 
flexibility between beginners' and more advanced courses 
would be helpful for dealing with students with a wide 
range of ability or of previous experience. This type of 
provision would enable students to woric at their own speed. 
Tutors wished that they were given more time to prepare 
courses. 



EvaluationJAssessment The evening course tutors felt that there was a lack of Chapter 3 
funding for evaluation. The day course tutors considered 
that the assessment procedures which were about to be 
implemented would allow students to move onto a more 
advanced course at their own speed. 



What students look for A list of methods associated with learning about computing, Chapter 4 
and how this is achieved an interest in computing, enjoyment of the course and ^oxl 
gaining self-awareness is provided. For instance, the 
provision of additional exercises and activities for quick 
students enabled all students to work at their own speed. 
Through gaining an understanding of computers, the students 
felt that they had learned something new and challenging. 
This experience was enjoyable. 



Constraints on A list of constraints is provided. For instance, if tutors Chapter 4 

effectiveness corrected errors too quickly and without offering ^^^^ 

explanation, students lost confidence in their own abilities 
at computing. If experienced students participated on a 
beginners' course, the less quick students felt confused. 
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We are not able to provide recommendations for adult educators because of the small sample. 
However, we hoped it would be useful to pose some questions for adult eductors to consider in 
relation to their own woric. These questions arise from comments made by tutors and students about 
their experience. They are intended to provide a stimulus to discussion on course planning. These 
questions are repeated at the end of Chapter 4 as part of our conclusions. 



Key questions for course planners 

1 ) Has the type of computing being offered on a course been clearly defined to students 
before they attend? Can they sec the relevance and appropriateness for their own 
needs? 

2) What should providers do when a course attracts students with a wide range of 
experience or of ability? When do they consider that an advanced course should be 
developed? Are tutors being given sufficient non-teaching time for preparing 
additional materials for the quick learners? 

3) Is the equipment being used on a course going to enhance or hinder students' learning? 

4) Arc there opportunities for students to leam from each other if they so wish? 

5) Are the students given sufficient control over their own learning? 

6) If students wish to continue studying confuting, can the provider refer them to other 
courses? 

7) Do some students eg the unemployed have needs other than the need to leam 
computing? 



v 

8 



COMPUTER STUDIES 



PERCEPTIONS OF EFFECTIVE TEACHING METHODS IN COMPUTER STUDIES 



1 

BACKGROUND 

This chapter describes the focus of the research, the two computing courses studied, the sample of 
students and tutors who took pan in the research and the research methods used. 

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

These case-studies of computing courses are part of a larger research project on teaching and learning 
in adult edu(;ation. The research is studying teaching and learning in Management Studies* *0' Grade 
English, Business Studies and Personal Effectiveness courses as well as Computing Studies. The 
overall aim of the research is to provide a picture of the teaching methods used in these various 
courses and to report the adult students* perceptions of the effectiveness of these methods. 

In the past twenty years or so there has been an increased intensity in the debate about whether 
distinctions should be drawn between the processes involved in educating childrai and those 
involved in educating adults. Knowles (1970) advocated the use of the term 'andragogy * as distinct 
from pedagogy, to denote the an and science of helping adults learn. He believed the reason adult 
education had not achieved a greater impact was that •most teachers of adults have only known how 
to teach adults as if they were children.* He developed his theory in a number of papers (eg 1972, 
1974) and, supported by writers such as Mezirow ( 1 98 1 ) and Allman ( 1 983), the ideas of a distinctive 
approach to the teaching of adults have gained ground. 

Many suggestions have been made about the appropriate teaching methods to be used with 
adults. Although many of the authors of these suggestions would not accept the theory of andragogy, 
they do agree that the * talk and chalk*, or transmission of information by the *expert* to the Mgnofant' 
socharactcristicofschool teaching, is inappropriate foradults. (ChadwickandLegge, 1984;Rogers, 
1977; Stephens and Roderick, 1971; Brookfield, 1986), 

The focus of the research, however, is not upon the validity of the theory of andragogy* Rather 
it is an attempt to explore, in a limited way, through a small number of case-studies the following 
areas; 

- providers' definitions of adult students and the influence of adult students on teaching 
methods 

- the differences between younger and adult students in terms of study habits, learning 
methods and motivation among others 
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- the advantages and disadvantages of amixture of youngerandoldcrstudcnts in the same 
classes 

- the problems in learning needs adults see themselves as having and the institutional 
responses to these 

• adult students' perceptions of providers in terms of attitudes towards mature students and 
in terms of the range of teaching methods used 

- the effectiveness of teaching methods in general and cost-effectiveness in particular. 

We did not envisage that each study would provide information on all these areas. Providers 
who catered only for adults, for instance, might have little to say about mixed classes of younger and 
older smdents. Rather, we anticipated that we would comment on all these areas as a result of all the 
case-studies. This case-smdy focuses particulariy on the effectiveness of teaching methods for 
learning about a new technology and through tiiis on die learning need of applying knowledge and 
skills to practical situations either in a job or in the home. 

THE COURSES 

G)n^uter Studies courses were chosen as the focus of our case-studies for two main reasons. Rrstly, 
owing to a rapid increase in the use of computers both in the workplace and in the home, there is a 
considerable demand for such courses. Secondly, a number of different approaches to providing such 
courses are on offer and so we were able to select courses of different lengths, with different types 
and numbers of students and with different approaches to teaching. To achieve some parity between 
courses, we selected two courses that were intended for people with littie or no previous computing 
experience. Moreover, we were interested to see how tutors introduced a new technology to students 
and to see too how students would react to the teaching of a topic which is new and therefore, ptriiaps, 
ftightening to them. We suspected that many of the students on these courses would not have learned 
about computing at school. We give more information about each of the courses below. 

Cflurst A was part of an adult education programme run by a University Extramural Department in 
association with the Regional Education Department. It was for any adults interested in learning 
about and using information processing. The Department ran another computing course which 
smdents could take before or after this course. The fees were £14.50 but there were reductions for 
a variety of people, such as the retired and single parents. Disabled and unemployed people paid no 
fees. The course was designed for 20 students and ran for one evening per week for two months. 
Each session lasted two hours. 

The course was described in the prospectus as 'an introduction to modem information 
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processing tools on a microcomputer. * During the course, the students used three different software 
packages involving text processing, graphics and spreadsheets based on the use of menus, windows 
and icons. Students needed no previous computing experience. Half of each session was spent on 
practical work. 

The two tutors worked full-time in the University's Department of Computational Science. 
Two years ago, some new computer equipment was provided by funding fipom the University Grants 
Committee. The tutors wished to make this available to the community during the evening and so 
they suggested to the Head of Extramural Studies that they would like to start this course. They were 
assisted by one laboratory technician who remained with the students for the first hour of each 
ses!:ion. 

There were 17 students on the course, ten women and seven men. Their ages ranged from 30 
to 65. Most of them had some type of professional employment. Three had retired; one was a 
housewife and two were unemployed. All, apan from two, had recently attended other adult courses 
either on computing or on some other subject. 

The sessions took place in a computer laboratory within the University campus. Each student 
was provided with a computer which was connected to a laser printer and two image writers. 

Course B was one of several computing courses run by a private employment training company in 
conjunction with a University Settlement scheme. Formerly, the co-ordinators and tutors had been 
employed only by the University Settlement Scheme. Course B was described as being an 
introductory computer literacy/word processing course for unemployed students who had been sent 
by various training agencies. It was full-time and lasted for two weeks. On completion, students 
could attend more advanced computing courses run by the same provider if they wished. The aim 
of the course was to teach students how to use a computer to fulfil a variety of office tasks, such as 
editing a document and setting up a data base. 

The course had been mn only once before and was at a very transitory stage due to recent and 
pending changes. Prior to this arrangement between the University Setdement Scheme and the em- 
ployment training company, the tutor had been used to running a one week computing course which 
had been spread over two weeks and interspersed with other subjects. It had been a part of a five week 
course for unemployed people. The tutoi was still in the process of trying to develop materials for 
changing the original course into this two week compact course. He was in the midst of receiving 
training from the new company and had to leave the teaching of this coiirse in the hands of another 
tutor for some of the time that we were in the field. Moreover, within a matter of weeks, staff and 
students were to be transferred to a much larger open-plan classroom in another building with a 
different type of computer. 

Initially, the tutor had worked for the University Settlement Scheme on a voluntary basis in 
connection with the five week course which was a Voluntary Projects It^gramme co-sponsored by 
the former Manpower Services Commission under their 'Action for Jobs* scheme. SubscquenUy, 
he was employed full-time. The substitute tutor who took over the course during the tutor*s absence 
COMPUTER STUDIES . 
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because of in-scrvicc training, had likewise first worked for the University SetUement Scheme on 
avoluntary basis. He was nowemployedasatutor for the more advanced computingcourscswhich 

were offwed by the same joint provider. 

We observed two runs of the course; on the first we observed, there were four men students. 
On the second run of the course, there were seven students, four men and three women. Of the 
studentson both courses, five wereaged between 18andthe27. The remaining six were in their 40's 
and 50's. All the students, apart from a computer trainer, were unemployed. Two had been 
unemployed for several years. Six students were working for the University under schemes for the 
unemployed which involved computing. Three students had had professional training; two had 
degrees or the equivalent. Five of the renmining students had some school or coUege quaUfications 
and the remaining three appeared to have fairly minimal qualifications. One student was disabled; 
he was confined to a wheel-chair and was unable to use one hand. Another student was partially 
disabled. These disabilities prevented both students from continuing to work in their normal jobs. 

We provide a brief summary of the similarities and differences between the two courses 

below. 





Topic Fee 


Teaching 


No. of 


Characteristics | 




Approach 


Students 


of the Students | 


Course A 


An introductory £14.50 


Lecture for about 


17 


1 1 professional 


Public 


information 


a third of each 




posts; 


Provider 


processing 


session, practical 




3 retired; 




course 


exercises for 




1 housewife; 






two thirds. 




2 unemployed. 


Course B 


An introductory None 


Mixture of brief 


A total of 


1 computing 


Private 


computing course. 


talks, plenty of 


11; 


trainer, 


Provider 


(office word 


practical exercises 


4 on first 


10 unemployed: 




processing) 


and the occasional 


running of 


sent by various 






lecture. 


the course; 


training agencies. 








7 on second 










running of 










the course. 
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RESEARCH METHODS AND SAMPLE 

There were four main research methods used: semi-smicmred interviews; observation of teaching; 
pc^rusal of course documents; and informal collection of infcmnation by taUdrAg to students and tutors 
at coffee breaks and at other non-teaching times. In Course A, ten interviews with the students were 
conducted ftce to face aivi nine of these were tape-recorded Because of a shortage of time, another 
seven students were inter/iewed during the last two sessions of the course by means of a shortened 
version of the interview &:hedule. The sample consisted of ten females and seven males. Theirages 
ranged from 30 to 65. The two tutors were interviewed senarately and the interviews were tape- 
recorded. A discussion with the Head of the Department of Extramural Studies was held beforr the 
sessions began. In Course B, informal discussions with two co-ordinators were held prior to die 
course. At the end of the course, interviews with all of the students, the two tutors and a co-wdinator 
were conducted face to face, and were tape-recorded The sample of students consisted of eight 
males and three females. Their ages ranged from 1 8 to the mid-SO*s. For Course A, the last four of 
the eight sessions were observed. For Course B, most of the first and parts of the second running of 
the course were obser/ed. This observation was non-participant. It involved noting the teachers' 
and students' activities and noting changes in activity. There were two main puiposes to the 
observation; firstly, lo gather data on 'classroom* activities; and, secondly, to help inform interviews. 

The data were content analysed deriving categories from our research quesitions. We 
progressively idendfied new categories from the data, making strenuo us attempts to ensure that the 
data were being interpreted according to the same rules. 



Table 1.1: Sample achieved 





Tutor 


Co-ordinator 


Student 


Course A 
Evening 


2 


1 


10 (full schedule and tape-recorded) 
7 (slKHiened schedule 


Course B 
Day - full-time 


2 


2 


1 1 (full schedule and tape-recorded) 


TOTALS 


4 


3 


28 
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CLAIMS ABOirr THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 



What can we claim on the basis of the d&ta collected from these two courses? Clearly the courses 
do not provide a statistical basis for generalising to teaching and learning in all ccmputer studies 
courses. Nor do these case-studies provide us with detailed infonnation about the thoughts and 
feelings of students and teachers. In addition, we have very little to say about the culture in which 
concerns about teaching methods are embedded. What we can claim is that we have found patterns 
of response about the perceived effectiveness of teaching methods. We hope that in describing these 
perceptions, those engaged in computing courses will consider whether they strike chords with their 
own experience. Are the comments made by the students and their teachers familiar? If so, are there 
possibilities for extending and developing the teaching methods used? In other woids, we hope this 
study will provoke discussion and re flection on the teaching methods being used, their rationale and 
effectiveness. 
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INTRODUCnON 

This chi^ter concentrates on the teaching methods used in the two courses and on how effective the 
mcchofis were in the opinion of students and tutors. It is important to stress that we have no 
independent measures of effectiveness. Indeed, we had a fairiy broad view of what 'effectiveness* 
might mean. Methods might be effective in the sense of helping the students acquire the knowledge 
and skills intended by the tutor. They might be effective in encouraging adults to attend other courses* 
or in any number of other ways. Our questions of effectiveness were deliberately phrased to allow 
our respondents to talk about effectiveness in the ways nx>st appropriate to them. We return to the 
question of effectiveness later in this chapter. First* we describe the teaching methods used. 

THE TEACHING METHODS 

Both courses were intended for students with no previous computing skills. But the type of student 
attending \hc two courses was very dissimilar and, not surprisingly, this had some effect on the 
teaching methods used. The evening Course A students were mainly in fuU-tinoe professional 
employment whilst the full-time Course B students were mainly unemployed and some had fairly 
basic educational qualifications. The learning needs of the latter students were seen by their tutors 
as being vdder than just the need to acquire computing knowledge. The Cour.>e B tutors considered 
that many of these students, after having being isolated in their own homes for periiaps several years, 
needed to develop or regain certain attitudes which would be necessary for obtaining and keeping 
any future employment. For instance, several of these students needed to build up their self*esteem 
and to re-leam how to interact with a variety of people. These attitudinal learning needs meant that 
coffee breaks and club activities were seen as being importuit learning times for the students. 
Intoestingly, later on in this report^ we shall discuss how the Q>urse A students w^ 
appreciated the provision of some similar activities by their tutors as they saw such times as being 
beneficial for their learning. The Course A tutors* aim was entirely focused on the need to teach 
computing. Table 2. 1 overleaf lists the various niethods used for achieving the differing aims of the 
two courses. These methods are similar, though Course A is more formal in that there is a greater 
use of lectures and no provision for social activities. 
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Table 2.1: Teaching methods used 



Evening Course A 

Students reading handouts on the session's 
activities. 



Thirty to forty minute lecture at most sessions. 

Visual aids - overhead projector with slides. 

Students doing practical exercises on their 
own machines for the major part of the 
session. 

Individual help for the students from the tutors 
and a technician. 

*Open* session - students select their own 
activities eg revision/project work, games. 



Full-time Cour» B 

Students reading handouts on the session's 
activities. 

Brief talks interspersed with oral computing 
instructions for the ciass of students to carr>' 
out en their machines. 

Occasional lecture. 

nip chart, pop-up book on computers. 

Students doing practical exercises on their 
own n;achines for the majority of the 
session. 

Individual help for the students from the 
tutor. 

'Open* sessions - students select their own 
activities eg revision wor^, programming, 
computer games. 

Social activities eg club, parties, coffee 
breaks. 



For the start of each of the first six sessions of Course A, the mtors gave the students handouts on 
the topic to be covered that evening. These contained information, examples to work through and 
further exercises. Then one tutor provided a lei:ture consisting of revision on the previous week's 
work and of an introduction to the present evening's work. This was backed up by the use of slides 
on an ovcrtiead projector. For the second half of the session, the students worked through exercises 
on their own, receiving individual assistance when necessary from the tutors and a technician. 
During the last two sessions, the tutors offered to the students six different projects based on the work 
covered on the previous session and a choice ot games. The tr ^chiiig of all these sessions had been 
obviously carefully j lanntd in advance so that the course content was clear to the students and there 
were plenty of exercises on hand for the quicker students. (A funher description of the course is 
provided in Appendix A). 

For Course B, the tutor started most sessions by giving the students a handout on the day's 
topic which would include information, practical exercises and revision questionnaire sheets. He 
allowed them a little time for reading through these notes. Then he gave a brief talk elaborating the 
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informati(Mi on these sheets. He interspersed his bdef talks with instructions for the students to carry 
out cm their machines. Htxi the students practised the exercises by themselves whilst the tutor went 
round giving individual help. When they had finished these, they filled in the questionnaires and 
marked them by checking back on the information sheets. The nitor looked at their answers. About 
twice a week, he gave them a lecture on computen using various visual aids, such as a flip chart, the 
inside of a computer or a pop-up book on computers. Some of the students* time was spent on 
individuTil activities, such as using a teach yourself typing disc, copying sections from a student's 
library book, playing computer games, working through the ccnnputer numual or further practising 
and experimenting with those parts of the course which most interested the student. The tutor insisted 
that all the snidents had morning and afternoon tea-breaks as he thought it was bad for their health 
to sit at the machines for too long and as they were there to meet other people as well as to learn about 
computing. (A further description oi the course is provided in Appendix B) 

We havr presented a brief description of the main teaching methods used on the two courses: 
tiie slightly more formal approach of the evening class - lectures supported by handouts and slides 
on an overhead projector followed by practical exercises for the students » the less formal approach 
of the day class - brief talki interspersed with practical activities for the students; self-selection of 
computing activities and social activities - which was partiy due to the smallness of the class and to 
the undergoing changes in terms of aims and content. We now turn to the question of how effective 
the teaching methods were. As indicated at the beginning of tliis chapter, we have no independent 
measures on the effectiveness of various teaching methods. We are reporting the students* and the 
mtors* perceptions of effectiveness. We also indicated earlier that we had no preconceived notion 
of what effectiveness might mean. It could range from learning what was intended, to harder-to- 
measure effects, such as increased self-confidence or the gaining of a sense of purpose in life. Our 
data from the students and tutors in these two computing courses suggest four main dimensions of 
effectiveness. These are learning about computing, developing an interest in computing, enjoyment 
aiid gaining self-awareness. 



EFFECTIVENESS AS LEARNING ABOUT COMPUTING 



Clearly, an overall intention of students and tutors in both courses was that students should leam 
something about using a computer. Students felt that they had indeed learned something about 
computers as tlie following students testify: 

I was delighted that the course was what I was looking for. (Course A student) 

It was very good of them to do the course and I thought they did it very well. I 
would go back tomorrow if I could. (Course A student) 

Good, because Tve not done computing for a long time. (Course B student) 
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I didn't think before (I came on the coune), I'd be able to work with computers 
- woukln't think I'd have the ability • but I'm managing fine. Feeling more 
confidence. (Course B student) 

The tutors in each course had a very similar approach to teaching students. They felt it was 
Important in a beginners' course to try to reduce students' piubable fears if using a computer. Their 
ways of doing this were to provide plenty of 'hands-on' experience, establishing friendly relation- 
ships between tutor and student so that students would not feel reluctant to ask for help and if possible, 
providing user-friendly equipment. Once students had developed confidence in using the computer, 
the tutors beheved in encouraging them to experiment and discover for themselves. The tutors saw 
students' learning, therefore, in ternis of a hierarchical progression as follows: 

• introduction to the machines through straightforward practical exerrises (what we have 
called feeling at ease) 

• familiarisation with the machines (plenty of hands-on experience) 

• discovery and experiment 

We can consider each of these stages in turn. 

a) Feeling at ease 

(i) Choice of equipment 

For Course A, the tutors had been able to choose a type of computer which they considered was tfie 
easiest to use and so was particularly suitable for beginners. It meant that from the start of Ae course, 
the students immediately felt at ease. Moreover, there was litUe need for the tutors to perhaps 
undermine students' confidence by constantly helping them with computing errors. They justified 
their choice of machine: 

The main aim is to get people comfortable with the machines. 

You don't want to start telling them off in the fu^t few weeks. For computing 
courses, I think it is a crucial question that you choose the right equipment, 
something that is easy to use. 

I think you (the researcher) missed the magic of the students coming off the street, 
not having acl ue, and within two hours they were getting sonie where and although 
the following week they said that they could not remember, they were in fact doing 
it. They were the world's best mouse-clickers. Tliat says -* lot for the machine. 

The students appreciated the ease of use that this equipment gave. Here is one of their appreciative 
comments: 

This ^ursc demonstrated a new form of computing, user-friendly - graphics 
rather than conunands, human orientated. This technology has been chosen by the 
people for the course - 1 found it user-friendly. 



10 



COMPUTER STUDIES 



Course B tutors did not have the same opportunity to select their equipment and in fact, their 
teaching was somewhat hampered by a lack of equipment. Nevertheless, they managed to put their 
students at ease too by other means as we discuss below. 

(ii) Student and teacher relationships 

Because of the less adequate equipment on Course B, the tutors perhaps had to rely more on their 
relationship with the students for putting them at their ease. This is, of course, not meant to imply 
that the tutors on Course A did not also establish good relationships but simply that they also had the 
advantage of being able to supply user*friendly machines for their students. For both courses, tutors 
and students considered that it was important that relationships should be as equal and informal as 
possible even if it was inevitable on a beginners' computing course for the tutor to be very much the 
expert and for the student to be a novice. 

On both courses, the students liked the infomial atmosphere, which they also considered 
helped to make them feel at ease: 

Tm enjoying it personally - it's very relaxed but there's obviously a set syllabus. 

I liked the relaxed atmosphere. There was no formality. The last thing you want 
from an evening course is to feel that you are being lectured at 

The students realised that it was difficult for the tutors who were so familiar with the 
computers, to bring themselves down to the level of beginners. Their conmients on student/tutor 
relationships, however, show that many of them considered their tutors had been successful. The 
students conmiented favourably on certain qualities displayed by their tutors, such as a respectful 
attitude towards students, approachability, calmn<rss and a sense of fun: 

This was contact at a realistic human level. We were interacting on a reasonable 
and respectful human level. 

You need to be an expert to help with people at the idiot level. The tutors were 
prepared to take me seriously, to realise that I wanted to understand and organise 
my learning. I was taken seriously. I was not dismissed as stupid or neurotic or 
for being regarded as whimsical or capricious. 

I think it was a more effective course than the night course (I went to) nrobably 
because the tutor was more accessible - his manner was more approachable. 

He's calm, he's easy, he's a nice person. 

He brings us together for answers. He explains things and jokes - he 's an excellent 
teacher - he puts a bit of life in it. 
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A tutOT described how he endeavoured to play down his expertise and so establish a friendly 
relationship with his students: 

Psychologically, trying to be as accessible as possiUe to the students, to let them 
know Vm not a tutor, Vm one of them sort of thing. Fm not to be held in high 
regard, praised and held on a pedestal. 

With people that come on to the course, I try and joke around a bit • to take away 
the barrier a bit because there's always a barrier of 'us* and 'them*. 

Nevertheless, even though the tutcws did endeavour to come down to the level of their students, some 
students still felt that there was a tendency for tutors simply to correct the students* errors without 
fully explaining how the problem had come about in the first place. Others felt that the tutors* 
familiarity with the machines caused their demonstrations to be too slick for smdents to follow: 

Some students hold back, they are nervous - they dcwi't ask enough. Some try to 
make it look as though they understand, but arc not really too sure. The tutors need 
to be aware of this. 

To them (the tutors) it was like eating and sleeping, they knew it backwards, 
forwards and sideways. It was difficult for them to put themselves in our shoes. 
They showed you different ways of doing something. They were possibly 
demonstrating too quickly. How did they do things? We never saw how to get 
out of a mess. We peiiiaps needed to go slower. 

b) Plenty of ^hands-on' experience 

For both courses, the tutors had purposely given the content a narrow focus. Course A had three main 
topics, text processing, graphics and spreadsheets. Course B was intended to supply students with 
some word processing skills. One Course A tutor explained the rationale for the choice of content: 

You arc trying to give them enough practical experience to feel comfortable and 
at the same time you want to give them an idea of the range - there is a balance 
there. You can introduce them to a wider range, but the cxpcrience^tl be more 
shallow. 

For learning how to use a computer, the students and tutors saw the use of practical exercises 
as being invaluable. On both courses, most of the time was spent on the students working at the 
machines. This was possible to achieve because there was one machine per student. One student 
thought that this emphasis on hands-on activities was a particularly suitable approach for beginners. 
He felt that such students would soon become confused if they only listened to talks on the subject. 
His tutor considered that for computing, students did not really understand unless they actually used 
the computers: 
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If rd been a beginner, it would have worked well because he gives you a lot of time 
wc^ldng with the computers, you're not sitting there bogged down with pe^^le 
talking about rods and rams. There's plenty of practicalwork. (Course B Student) 

You leam by doing - particularly on this course. People don* t actually understand 
things until they actually sit down and do them for a while. (Course B Tutor) 

One Course A tutor, though, thought that talk might increase an understanding of computing 
but would not help to build up a student's self*confidence: 

If you just talk to them it may increase their understanding but it won't increase 
their self-confidence. 

What we are trying to do is to give them a practical expenence of computing - what 
machines are capable of and what they are not capable of. Therefore, the less tin>e 
that we talk and the more time we can let them use the machines is important. 

Although the students and tutors felt that this emphasis on practical work was beneficial, they 
also considered the other courses activities, such as reading through course notes, listening to 
introductory talks, answering revision questionnaires and watching slides on the overhead projector, 
as being helpful for their learning. This was how Course B tutor explained his rationale for using 
these different approaches: 

I do suggest beforehand, when I hand out the module notes that people read 
through them first so they get some of the flavour of what they're going to be 
doing; then me talking them through it, then getting actual hands on practice on 
the machines - three different levels, reading about it, hearing about it and then 
doing it. The hands-on is the most important. 

A student perceived the two activities, doing and reading as helpful when used in conjunction: 

For this type of thing, I leam by doing and reading, both. I find the sheets useful 
for reading after doing. I do it, then I read and I understand it. 

Some of the evening students wished that there could have been additional time for practising 
on the machine. The tutors, though, did not consider that this was practical as they could not see many 
students wishing to give up any further fite time. The full-time students had plenty of time for 
practising. Some, though, were more willing than others to make use of this time. The possible 
reasons for this are referred to in the following chapter. 

Helping students to feel at ease with the computer was enhanced by a low staff-student ratio 
which made one-to-one help possible. Of course, each student having a machine also helped: 

Not boring - We don't have to wait for the others. 
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You get individual help rather than the group. The tutor conies round to you 
personally if you have a problem - that*s good. 

Handy how you could go at your own speed, I could catch up after being off on 
Monday afternoons. Handy also having someone there if you did have trouble. 

The tutors, too, considered that solitary learning was tfie most iq)piopriate q)proach for 
computing. One tutor said that this gave him an oppommity to build up a relationship with the 
students which, as we saw above, was also important for students' learning needs. Moreover this 
tutor felt that students* concentration was sometimes pocw during whole class sessions: 

Better handle (students) individually rather than in a group - you notice sometimes 
if you're talking to the group, that some people's attention is wandering. 

The students on the day course sometimes tried to help each other but the tutors and a student 
thought tfiat this form of self-help was only useful for small problems. Occasionally such help only 
added to a student's confusion: 

They can pull in support from iheir fellow students if there is a small problem and 
they don't feel they want to ask the tutor or if the tutor is busy. 

Sometimes they try and help someone and they don't realise that the person is 
having great difficulty and that they arc making it worse by just saying, 'Oh, you 
haven't done this yet'. 

But I want to learn from the teacher. Because when A (another student) came over 
to help me do something, it wasn't exactly what ihe tutor had done - very 
confusing. 1 don't mind a little bit of help frt)m them but I'd rather learn from the 
instructor - 1 feel you leam better that way. 

Some students on both courses felt that they had not had enough individual support This point 
will be taken up again in Chapter 3 in the section on composition of the class. 

c) ^Discovery' learning 

By tile use of tfiese various approaches, such as individual help and plenty of practical exercises, the 
tutors hoped to so increase students' confidence tfiat tfie smdents would feel in control of the 
machines ratfier tfian die reverse. This was how one tutor described tfiis aim and how one student 
reacted when he reached this stage of fcelmg in control: 

To bring computers down to the level of the student, rather tiian bring the students 
up to the level of the computers. (Tutor) 

Understanding computers are just machines and you*re tfie boss! At first you're 
intimidated by them until you realise, you order them. (Student) 
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Once students had reached this stage, the tutors hoped that diey would tfien go on a stage 
further and experunent widi the coiiq)uters: 

What we aie trying to do is to get them to use the niachines - giving them die 
minimum necessary to use that machine and the confidence to do it Togetdiem 
to die level wtoe they are happy experimenting. Togivethemasuffidembtae. 
dien hqpefully they wl ' teach themselves. We are trying not to teach diem but to 
get the machine to teach diem, because that is what is going to be of use in die 
future. Specific knowledge that they gain is not going to be (tf much use, more 
important is if they can gain an aptitude to learning - an attitude of enquiry. 

The students iq>preciated being given this opportunity for making discoveries about con[q>ut- 
ing for themselves: 

The advantage of this course - when in college, we didn't leam all the functions 
- advantage here, Y (the tutor) lets us see what hiq)pens, he lets us experiment with 
the computers, he lets us see what happens if you press the various keys - he's right 
in doing that. 

EFFECTIVENESS AS AN INTEREST IN COMPUTING 

All the students on both courses professed an interest in computing. Did their experience on the 
course sustain and develop their interest? There are different answers to this question depending on 
what kind of interest individual students had and how well informed they were about the nature of 
the course. 

In Course A, the evening class run by the University, just over half the twenty students 
attending, had a vocational interest in computing. They saw computing as useful in the future. These 
students considered that the knowledge they had gained could be used in their work. Many of die 
other students on the course were there because of a curiosity or fear about new technology and, as 
we have seen, the course was successful in allaying such fear. Odier students again, wished to 
broaden their horizons while others were interested in anything about conq)uting. Course A seemed 
to be successful in catering for these different kinds of interests and only three out of twenty students 
gave up the course. This may have been due to personal reasons rather than to a loss of interest in 
the type of computing experience being offered. 

Course B catered for a mixed range of interests too. The main focus of the course was word 
processing and many of the students hoped that this would be useful in a search for work. The course, 
therefore, was seen as sustaining a vocational interest for some students. Other students, however, 
had been interested in programming, not word processing. They quickly lost interest in the course, 
demonstrating the need for betto* information about the course and better guidance for the students. 
In this case, vocational interests were not met. Some students, mainly those who already possessed 
a computer at home, had both a vocational and a personal interest For example, one unemployed 
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student saw word processing skills as being useful for the book she was writing and for the small 
business she hoped to set up. 

In general* then, the picture of effectiveness in sustaining and developing interest in 
computing is rather mixed. Course A seemed to be better geared to the needs and aspirations of the 
students than Course B. Through no fault of their own, tutors in Course B found themselves teaching 
students who had no wish to be there and so the job of sustaining interest was much wort difficult 
than in Course A where all students were volunteers. Even in Course A, however, interest ranged 
from wanting to do more computing courses to being satisfied with what had been learned but not 
wanting to continue studying in that area. 

EFFECTIVENESS AS ENJOYMENT OF THE COURSE 

In some, but not all of our earlier case-studies, enjoyment emerged as a dimension of teaching 
effectiveness. This dimension appeared salient for all the students on Course A. But very few 
students on Course B referred to feelings of enjoyment. We con.sider each of the courses in turn. 

Students on Course A had completed a course evaluation sheet designed by the tutors and had 
all responded affirmatively to a question about whether or not, the course had been enjoyable. In our 
interviews, the students were asked to elaborate on what they meant by 'enjoyment In many cases, 
it seemed to be associated with feelings of achievement or of increased confidence. Some saw 
enjoyment as being an aid to concentration and so beneficial to learning. One student maintained 
that this learning was enjoyable because, unlike learning at school, it was a matter of choice rather 
than of compulsion. Another student had found the enjoyment came from using efficient equipment. 
Here arc some examples of their comments: 

For the adult it*s just the change from the normal routine, when you are studying 
you are doing something different When you studied at school you had to, now 
you are studying because you choose to. It*s very difficult toput into words. Even 
if the course is difficult you might still enjoy it. It* s a challenge, everything is new, 
new concepts that you can tackle. Finding out that you can cope, it gives self- 
confidence definitely. 

I enjoyed it because I was not confused. Also, I could understand it, it was not 
beyond me, I could actually understand, I did not get upset. I could see the point 
of being asked to do certain things. 

You are going to pick up a skill much more quickly if you enjoy it. Your interest 
is total - it*s like captivation. The equipment was pretty captivating anyway. To 
me with a background in typing it was absolutely beautiful what i: could do. I had 
admiration for the equipment. 

If you enjoy it you remember things. If the guy stands up and tells you what to do 
and you discover that you can do it, then there is a sense of achievement. If you 
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enjoy it your interest is going to be there and therefore your concentration is going 
to be good. You will Stan to achieve. 

Interestingly, these coounents seem to perhaps encapsulate some of the possible reasons for 
the lack of the use of the word 'enjoyment* by many of Course B students: several of them did not 
really feel that they had chosen to come on the course. The equipment was not so advanced 
technologically. Sooie students felt that they had achieved little because they were not interested in 
word-processing or because they were not the beginnen for whom die course had been eq)ecially 
designed. These possible constraints on enjoyment will be referred to again in Qiapter 3. 

The type of student probably had some bearing on the dinwnsion of effectiveness as 
enjoyment. Course A students were mostly in professional jobs and were seeking to apply the 
computing knowledge that they had gained from the course either to improving their workplace or 
to furthering a hobby at home. The Course B tutor pointed out that some of his students had been 
made redundant by the installation of computers at their work. Few owned a computer or felt that 
they would ever be in a position to do so. Many were not sure that they would be able to use the 
computer knowledge that they gained from the course, for getting a job. It is, therefore, not 
surprisingly that the word 'enjoyment* did not feature so frequently in their interviews. 

For Course B, one tutor deliberately made use of 'fun* and 'enjoyment*. He considered that 
for some students, it was boring to sit in front of a computer all day so they needed to be enthused. 
As we have ah:eady indicated, he also considered that this humorous approach helped to break down 
barriers between tutors and students. One student felt that the frequent use of 'fiin* by one tutor and 
the less frequent use of it by the other tutor was just a matter of manner and had had no effect on his 
learning. Thus, all we can really say is that 'enjoyment* appe'^rs to be an important element for some 
adults whilst for others, it seems to be of less or of no importance. 

EFFECTIVENESS AS GAINING SELF-AWARENESS 

The students indicated diat during these courses, they had gained something of value apart firom 
learning about computing itself. These gains included - becoming accustomed to being punctual, to 
interacting socially, a widening of horizons or a realisation of the value of studying. This dimension 
of effectiveness which we have designated as gaining self-awareness, was particularly noticeable 
amongst Course B smdents. Their tutors and co-ordinators saw learning about computing as being 
only a part of their unemployed students* learning needs. The aim of the course was to introduce 
beginners to computers but 'the overall aim is to get them (die students) back into employment*. To 
achieve this aim, Uieir students needed to learn or re-leam certain attitudes. For instance, they felt 
that such students, who were frequently isolated in their own homes, had lost the ability to interact 
socially with other people and tiiis was a skill that tiiey would need in an office. These students on 
the whole were not used to being punctual and active for long periods of time. Moreover, such 
students had lost a lot of self-confidence, so this, as well as conHdence in using computers needed 
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building up. This was one tutor's description of the students' learning needs apan firom the need to 
learn about computers: 

Sosie of the other things that are important for the student, a lot of them it's getting 
back into the way of getting up at a specific time in the mom?ng, getting back ir iO 
a work situation or into a near work situation. Having interaction with other 
adults, some of them you find have been on social security, unenq)loyed for a long 
period of time, and the only people that they actually talk to are a fc w firiends and 
their family and they've had no practice of n^^ting new people. That comes into 
the confidence as well and their own self-esteem because as they gain tfiat, they 
begin to think, ^I'm not doing so badly here'. 

The students* comments indicated that they were aware that they were acquiring these attitudes 
as a result of attending the course. For instance, several students felt that their attendance had helped 
them togetinto the way of being puncmal, to taking breaks at specific times crtostayingawake. They 
perceived this as being beneficial for their preparation for future employment This is how two 
students described this benefit - the second student became disabled two years ago: 

Being punctual. If you've been unemployed for long - it's like being in coUe^.n 
- go in time, break at certain time - not just when you feel like it. 

My biggest fear (if I become employed again) would be sort of getting up in the 
nK)ming, being able to stay awake during the day and doing the job, I feel I'm 
beginning to get back to my old self when I did do a job. I can stay awake now. 
It's just sheer boredom at home - it means that you do just go to deep. You're 
watchingthetelly,you'venothingelsetodo. What youcould do was very limited; 
you sat in the chair and sort of dozed off. That was it! 

Other Course B students considered that they had learned to mix with other people again or 
were more aware of how their behaviour could effect other people. For instance, the first quotation 
demonstrates how a professional man considered that he now had a better understanding of his 
employees' needs. 

I am learning also what it means to do a routine task - some idea of what this 
involves psychologic:illy for people. Makes you appreciate what you 're requiring 
of people, the stress you are imposing on them. 

I'm talking more - usually I 'm at home quiet all day by myself • apart fix)m talking 
to the cats! I'm getting to know people - 1 don't know many people here in town. 

Through socially interacting again, other students had gained more self-awareness of certain 
personal faults which hopefully, they might be able to rectify when they return to employment: 

The course has taught mc alot about patience - which I didn't have very much of 
before, patience with myself and patience with other people. 
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I tend to oMss alout sometimes^ I don*t know why. 

Other students felt that their attendance on the course had motivated them to continue learning 
though not necessarily on computer courses. There was a feeling of seme increase of self-esteem 
in these two student* perceptions of their future vocational plans: 

If say I was ever caught up again in what Fve been doing in the last few years, being 
unemployed and doing nothing, if that happened in the future, F d be more inclined 
to go on a course again - do something rather than not do anything. 

Four wails syndrome - sitting in the flat doing absolutely nothing - you find 
yourself wasting away. The course has stimulated me. How to get into a kind of 
lecturing, idnd of learning basis all over again - back to study, which has given me 
thoughts of going back into full-tin)e study again. The course has made me nx>re 
motivated - other people have seen how Tm getting on who are not involved in 
this. Friends of mine say, 'Whatever you're doing it seems to be pittty interesting, 
you've got your brains in first gear again instead of just sitting down in the bar, 
downing pints. 

The Course A students did not come up with these types of remarks so frequently, perhaps 
partly because it was an 'interest' rather than a full-time conunitnoent to training. Moreover, it was 
understandably not really their tutor's aim to give thenr learning not direcdy related to computing. 
Their needs were not the same as the unemployed students. Not surprisingly then, noost of Course 
A students' remarks about confidence refeired to confidence in using computers rather than 
confidence in terms of self-esr^m. There was one unemployed person however, who was seeking 
to have some sense of structure to his life and so had joined the course. Other students felt that they 
had widened their horizons or improved their minds by trying something completely new: 

I was unemployed, looking for work, had absolutely no schedule to my life 
whatsoever. 

So, having given up employment I thought I ought to do something to inqirove my 
mind a litde bit. This is one thing I thought I would do. It was something I had 
not done before, I was expanding my horizons. I don't particularly want to go on 
in this field. It hasn't put me off, but it hasn't turned me on either. I feel that there 
are many other areas to explore. 

SUMMARY 

This chapter has been concerned with the teaching methods tised on two introductory computing 
courses and perceptions of the effecti . .^ess of these methods. The students liked having plenty of 
practical activities with individual tuition from their tutors. They felt tnat it was important that the 
relationship between students and tutor was one between equals. Most students had come to trie 
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courses with an interest in computing for personal a^d/or vocational reasons. They considered the 
courses had helped to maintain and sometimes fi , r stimulate this interest. The evening course 
students maintained that their learning had been enjoyable whilst several of the day course students 
felt diat they had learned some vocationally useful attitudinal skills. The students talked about 
effectiveness in ter^s of learning about computing, as having an interest in computing, as enjoyment 
and as gaining self-awareness. If a major factor affecting teaching effectiveness is the methods used, 
then our data suggest that there are sub. idiary fa^iors too. We consider these in Chapter 3. 
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FACTORS SEEN AS AFFECTING TEACHING 

INTRODUCnON 

In this chapter we try to identify the factors constraining and piomoting the effective teaching 
described by the students and tutors in Chapter 2. In that chapter, we indicated the methods of 
teaching which the tutors and students identified as being effective. The students fmnd plenty of 
hands-on experience with the computers backed up by individual support fr/Ji their tutors 
particularly helpful. Thus the students felt that teaching was nx>st efTective when: 

1 ) there was one machine per student 

2) there was plenty of individual support from friendly tiitors 

3) there were back-up materials such as well-wrinen handouts, slides on a projector, 
course books and computer manuals. 

Through this teaching, the students felt more at ease with the computers. Their tutors had 
managed to demystify some aspects of computing for diem. So some students became willing to 
experiment with the machines and eager to go on to do other computing courses. If we think of the 
teaching methods used as a major factor affccdng the effectiveness of the teaching, are there 
subsidiary factors which influence teaching effectiveness? Our data suggest at least six subsidiary 
factors: 

• guidance and continuous suprx)n • tutor isolation 

• the composition of the class • resources 

• student isolation • evaluation /assessment 

GUIDANCE AND CONTINUOUS SUPPORT 

There were considerable contrasts between the comments of the students on Course A and those of 
the students on CoiJi'se B about their motivations for taking the course, about their foreknowledge 
of course content an i the benefits that they felt that they had derived from attending. On the one hand. 
Course A students seemed wel!^ motivated and mostly were satisfied with what they had gained. On 
the other hand, some students on Course B were resentful about being on the course and were not 
satisfied with their learning. As we shall see, this disparity highlights the need for greater care over 
the provision of guidance for adult students. Let us now consider some of the reasons for these 
contrasts. 
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First, how and why did the students come on these courses? For course A, the students had 
decided for themselves both about joining the coune in the first place and about continuing to attend. 
Most of them had come because of a personal interest, such as a wish to extend themselves or to 
overcome their ignoiiuice of the subject. Several hoped ilie programme would have some bearing 
on their worlc. Half the students had received the University brochure which described the content 
of the course. The remainder had chosen the programme either through obtaining information from 
the Extramural office, or from the local library or through seeing an advertisement in the local pi^. 
20 registei:cd for the course and 17 continued anending until the end of the course. In answer to a 
question on an evaluation sheet designed by the tutors, asking if the course had been what diey 
expected, over half the student replied affirmtdvely. Two said that it had exceeded expectations. 
No-one stated that they h?d been disappointed or misled, 

The tutors for this course emphasised the importance of giving students clear information and 
guidance before the start of the course. The course was intended for students without previous 
experience and this, they felt, should be contained in the course prospectus. If a programme did not 
seem suitable for students when they •phoned ui to ask for advice or details, then the tutors would 
suggest that they did not join the class. This was how they described their methods of providing pre- 
course guidance: 

One of the things that we spent a lot ol time on before the course was getting the 
right wording for the course description in the manual- In this we stress quite 
strongly that the course is not for people with previous experience. 

Wt have people 'phoning up before the course who are looking for specific help, 
say with a new machine which is not (the same as we use), and we have to tell them 
that we don't think that the course is right for thrm. It is very important to make 
sure that people end up on the right course. 

The tutoi-s felt that it was important for dealing with students that there was close liaison 
between the co-ordinator and themselves. Thus, if those at the Extramural Department offices were 
unable to answer a student's questions about the course, it was helpful if they quickly passed the 
problem onto the tutors. Even though the tutors had taken this care, many of the students on the course 
had had some experience of computers. One student had considerable experience, a degree. But as 
we have just pointed out, the majority of the students had expressed satisfaction with the course so 
perhaps it was rather a •high powered' beginners course. Had the students come on it because they 
expected that from such a provider? Or was there no other course available which would be more 
suited to their experience? In a following section on •the composition of the class', there is some 
discussion of the dissatisfaction felt by a few of the beginners. 

As we shall now see, this motivation for attending, and satisfaction with Course A, contrasts 
with the resentment and dissatisfaction expressed by several of the Course B students. For instance, 
one Course B student admitted that he was there because he was worried that he might lose his social 
security benefits if he did not undertake some form of training and as he had two children, he did not 
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feel that he could risk such a reduction in living standards. He was not entirely clear as to how some 
of his learning on this course related to his previous woric experience. Therefore, he did not 
understand how such a course was going to help him return to work after numy years of 
unemployuient. This was how he felt that his involvement on the course was not entirely voluntary: 

I've been unemployed since 1983. I got word from the Job Centre to go (to this 
course). It'snotcompulsi>ry butitis! I was worried about benefit cuts • you're 
under the impression • everyone's the same - if you don*t go on these courses, 
they're just going to chop your benetit o£f. 
Twoother students admitted that they had come because they had been 'sent' by a trainer from 
a scheme for the unemployed. They did not know anything about the course and the person who 
'sent' them,hadnotrealisedthatbothhadsomeknowledgeof computersalready. This does not seem 
an appropriate way to encourage adults to participate on acourse. Here is how they described their 
involvement and disappointments with the course: 

I was told to come - no choice. What I really want to do is computer programming. 
Ididn'tknowwhat toexpect-justtold, 'You're going up tt>(thecourse)nextweek, 
ok?' Well, what was I supposed to say? It was better tfian sitting around doing 
nothing. What they're teaching on this course, is what it would be like typing 
information into computers * insurance, things like that - doesn't interest me. 

Well, I didn't actually know what the course was going to be about when I first 
came. I was just told to go on a course at... IfI'd known more about it, I probably 
wouldn't have been so keen to come as I've done it all before! 

The co-ordinator and tutors felt that the students who were currently coming on Course B, 
were not as highly motivated as their former students. The co-ordinator pointed out that although 
unemployed people were not compelled to attend such courses, nevertheless several felt, just like tl\e 
stu Jent we have mentioned, that they were being forced to come and she considered that this feeling 
of compulsion adversely affected their learning. She and the tutors described the difference in 
motivation between their present and their former students in the following terms: 

The .ype of student and attitude of student we had on the voluntary training 
programme is totally different under ET. They have to come here to leam but it 
doesn't mean they necessary actually want to leam. 

It's the will to leam, it's the pleasure in learning something new. Despite the fact 
that under the voluntary project they didn't get paid for doing it, they had to fork 
out their own personal money for travel etc but they came because they wanted 
to - we had volunteers. Whereas with thiSv the compulsion is coming in, 'I've got 
to be here or I'll have someone at my door'. It may not be in black and white but 
that's the inference. 
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Most of the students coming on these courses are meant to have had a lengthy assessment 
interview at a Tnuning Agency before going cmto any Enq)loyment Training (ET) coune. This is 
supposed to give them a clear idea of where they are heading vocationally. These details ait entered 
on their Individual Action Plan fnmis. But scmie of the students admitted that they had received <Hily 
a five to ten minute interview. They could not see how this course would relate to their future 
vocational needs. For instance, one student had said at his interview that he wished to be a librarian. 
He could not miderstand how this course would be helpful for that. Others said that they had wanted 
computer programming rather than word pxocessing. Moreover, this course was intended as an 
introductory course, yet eight out of the cle\ en students already had some computing experience. In 
the section on the composition of the students, we shall see how these experienced and frustrated 
students created problems for the tutor' s teaching of other students. Here are two students' ccmunents 
on their pre-course guidance which show that it was not really sufficient: 

Just five minutes, (length of interviews) Ijust said I'd nevcrdonc any computing 
• there was never any need for it in warehousing. 

What I need now is a careers teacher, someone who can give me advice. No-one *s 
actually advised me. I need a careers teacher to tell me what sort of job it will lead 
to. I want to use computers but in what aspect do I want? So I know what I'm 
doing. 

It was fairly clear from the students' , co-ordinators ' and tutors ' comments that the assessment 
interviews were not conducted thoroughly and tiiat the Individual Action Plans were not being fully 
implemented. This was a pity as the teachers considered these plans were a good idea for such 
students. They commented on the lack of implementation of these forms of guidance: 

To be honest, a lot of the people that are coming to us now, have gone to a Training 
Agency and they are meant to have had two and a half days assessment before they 
come to us, sitting with a person at the Training Agency, going tiirough tfieir 
Person d? Action Plan, and knowing exacdy what's going to happen on tfiis course 
etc, etc. What's been happening so far is students have been getting ten minutes, 
a sort of ten minute interview, *0h, yes, you want computers - I'll put you down 
for computers,' and that's it. 

The idea of tiie Action Plan - it gives tfiem a goal for tiie rest of tiieir life. It isn ' t 
just what do you want to do for tiie next six montfis but what do you want to do 
for tile next six montiis which will help you to do what you want to do for the rest 
of your life. It's a very important document and to dismiss it in ten minutes is, I 
think, inexcusable. 

Prior to Course B being taken on by a private agency, the co-ordinators and tutors had adopted 
a holistic approach to tfieir students' needs. This included prc-course guidance, continuous guidance 
for vocational and social problems and follow-up help, and support, such as advice about otfier 
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courses^tnewsletterandsocialactivities. Themtcrs*aixlcoKinlinator*scofim 
(XHisideitd this holistic approach, which was in a way replicated in the assessment interview and the 
Action Plans, was being eroded. In the past, the co-ordinator had given students a lengdiy interview 
so students knew before they joined the course, where their tndning was going to lead dienL This 
was not part of the present remit of the co<Mfdinator. A lack of guidance, meant that it was difficult 
for effective teaching or learning to sometimes take place. The nitors were endeavouring to cope with 
several disgninded adults. Hopefully as the ET scheme was at a very eariy stage, these problems with 
pre-training interviews and Action Plans will gradually be overcome. 

COMPOSITION OF THE CLASS 

a) Previous computing experience 

The composition of the two classes as far as previous confuting experience was concerned, seemed 
to have an adverse effect on the learning of the students. Both courses had been designed for 
beginners and yet, on both courses, as we have seen in the previous section on guidance, diere were 
several students with some previous computing experience. On Course A, a thiid of the students had 
some contact with computers at their woiic whilst one quarter had a machine at home. On Course 
B, six students were working fuU-f'me on computers at placement schemes for the unemployed. 
Three of the younger students and two older students had attended computing courses. This wide 
range of experience meant that some students found the course was too e&sy whilst some of the 
beginners felt confused or left behind. Such students wished for more individual help or for more 
time to practise. Two Course A students said: 

I needed more time to assimilate, but there was a shortage of time, I don*t know 
how you cojild do it, maybe other people found it easy. I would have found it easi er 
if we could have had more recall on the next week, some of it was all right, some 
a bit of a jump. 

I think that they were trying to cover too much ground in too short a time. That 
course could have lasted a whole year - a term for word processing. I think that 
they compressed and have gone on to things completely different without 
sufficient time to master the basics. I would have been baffled by the word 
processing had I not had previous expenence. They seemed to go in big leaps. 
However, most people seem to have kept at it. 

Their tuton seemed to be aware of a problem with the composition of the class though they 
seemed to see it mostly in terms of a range of ability. They thought that they should either take this 
into account more when designing the course or that perhaps a more advanced course should be 
developed for such students as there did seem to be an ever increasing demand for computing courses. 
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One tuu>r said: 

Ability is difficult. You don't want to bore the ones who are getting on well. 
Mtybe we could think of this problem nxne when construcHng the coune. 

The Course B students thought that the mixture of inexperienced and expoiraMd students 
created problems both for their learning and the tutor's teaching. The ocperienced ones got boced 
waiting for the slower inexperienced ones. To keep the experienced ones busy, die tutor had to keep 
thinking up nrw activities for them. This, the less experienced students maintained, meant that he 
^nt too litde time widi them. The tutor was constandy having to move to and fro between the 
experienced group of students and the inexperienced group: 

We've all done computing before - he's got to jump between us both - keep 
everyone amused. 

Problem - trying to find things to do while you're waiting on everyone else. A lot 
of waiting. 

Several students here are more advanced in computers than we are - three of us 
didn't know anything about computers when we came to diis course. Most of them 
are trained in computers or have worked with computers before and know f ar noore 
about them than we do. I felt a lot of time was wasted widi them because they were 
doing their own sort of thing with computers while M and me were trying to learn 
the basics - we were not able to do that because the tutor's time was taken up with 
these other ones. 

The students on the first running of Course B had all had some computing experience before 
and that was why one student felt that there was a good class atmosphere: 

I think we got on well together because we're all learning, no-one's more 
advanced. 

The problems of mixing complete beginners with the experienced and of mixing slower 
learners with quick learners was only a temporary problem for this course tutor. Once he and the 
students were in the new premises, it was going to be possible to transfer students onto njore advanced 
courses as soon as they were ready. In the past, the tutor had not needed to cope with this range of 
experience and so he did not have the materials ready for them. Formerly, the co-ordinator had 
grouped the students into compatible groups and experienced students would have gone straight on 
to the more advanced course. The present students felt that the tutor had managed to cope fairly well 
in dealing with the problem. For instance, he suggested that the experienced students designed a quiz 
to test the computing knowledge of the less experienced students: 

Some of the others were a wee bit annoyed because he spent so much time with 
us - we were ahead - there was a wee bit of a burst up - so he brought us all back 
together again. 
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b) The range of ages 

The mixture of ages was not perceived as having an adverse effect on learning by either Course A 
tutors or students. Lively contributions by the younger students were ai^)itciated by the older 
students* The latter felt that the younger ernes tended to ask nooit questions. As we have abtidy 
indicated in Chapter 2, the students on Course A wcHild have liked more oppratunities to mix with 
one another. One student described the benefit of being in a mixed group: 

I like woridng with a mixture of people. With a mixture it is interesting to get other 
points of view. It helps to put into context what you know and what you ere 
ignorant of. It helps one to utilise other people's experiences. 

Their tutor said: *I don't find the age range difiRcult*. 

But interestingly, there was some feeling of animosity between ihc younger and older Course 
B students. This might have been due to the different age range of these students which was from 
18 years to the mid*50*s. In comparison, the 'younger* Course A students were fairly o!d« 30 being 
the youngest Course B was the only instance in our case*studies of students expressing a dislike for 
the mixture of ages and it may have resulted bom older students feeling at a disadvantage because 
of the greater computing experience of the younger students. We have already seen hov; awiderange 
of such experience within a class can adversely affect learning. This was certainly thought to be the 
case by one older student who said that the main trouble with having younger ones on the course, was 
that their computing experience from school put them at an advantage over the older ones: 

I find Tm a lot slower at picking it up than the younger onrs who have done some 
before. 

One young student felt that he had few computing interests to share with the older students. 
Another young student missed the competitive atmosphere of school: 

I like to be with ad alts but I sometimes feel Td like to be vidth the same age group 
- like K he is the only one the same age as me. It's a good laugh, you've got the 
same interests and that. What I like to do, they don't like to do really. Like I think 
it's only me and K that share the same interests - we like making programmes up. 

I like to woric with other people - competitive - so you get along faster. Possibl> 
because I've come from a school environment - forced to learn - it's just nature. 
So when you go to college or this place, it feels funny when someone' s not always 
testing you or asking you questions on what you've done. 

The co-ordinator saw the two age groups as being slightly antagonistic towards each other and 
felt that it was difficuh for aduhs to admit to a lack of knowledge because in our society being aduk 
meant knowing nearly everything: 
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The older ones didn't want to be made to look kliots in 

the younger ones didn ' t want the wrinklies in widi them 

be hdd back or to be fdt put upon because they were /ounger • panics 

of die people we have • the clothing and Ae hair styles etc * punk • felt diey were 
being got at because of their dres^. 

This is a problem compounded with the fact duitpec^le are unenqployed Some 
one in the 30's, 40's who missed the computer revdutioR in school, feds 
embarrassed. I feel embaxrassed when involved in a subject I know nothing about 
and Tm trying to learn about it, *I should know this!* In some cases, people can 
feel extremely humiliated ... children don*t care if they dm* t know it - they don* t 
loose face if they don't know it 

The tutor felt that the older ones were better learners than the younger ones, from our 
observation, they seemed more willing to keep practising than the younger ones. As we have seen, 
practising was seen as a necessary learning need for these students: 

I certainly find that the older ones tend to stick at it more - maybe because of 
unfamiliarity with the technology whereas some of the younger cmes already have 
had some experience of computers at school - even if one amongst durty pupils! 

Tve found some of the okler ones are, actually while they're slower at learning, 
they seem to learn better. They seem to take it in more although they may be 
slower in actually doing it but they are there - cvennially, in the end. When it does 
sink in, it seems to sink in deeper! 

One Course B tutor considered it was difficult for older students to feci so motivated about 
learning computer skills as computing jobs tended in his view to be given to younger people: 

Some other students - one in just now, older than all die rest and he feels that he'll 
gain no further job prospects, and that this course is great fun but it won't do him 
any good because he's at an r^e when no-one*s going to take him on anyway. That 
sort of attitude you Ve got to do your be'>t to change it but it*s difficult because on 
the one hand you^re saying, •Don^t think that\ you're trying to enthuse them all 
and on tiie other hand, your thinking - •well this bloke's 50 odd (years old) and he's 
got no other experience except in a totally unrelated trade and jobs in computers 
tend to be for the younger set - it's difficult'. 

STUDENT ISOLATION 

In several of our nase-smdies, students and tutors have stressed the importance of giving students 
opportunities to mix with other smdents within teaching time and/or during social activities, such as 
tea-breaks and visits to the theatre. They mentioned several benefits deriving from this interaction, 
for example the mutual exchanging of ideas and of problems or an increase of communication skills. 
The Course A studentsconsidercd that there had not been sufficient opportunities for such interaction 
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totakeplice. One student woiutertd if die machines had 

she had attended on which there was so little communication between students: 



I definitely feh that we could have spent some time exchanging views. It is the 
first couise I have been on where you can go time and come home 
spdxn to anyone. Cte most courses people go because die course is quite a social 
activity. Ithinkitwouldbeveryinteiestingtohearpeoplespeakalotnioce. Ican't 
figure it out, whedier it is the nature of the course or Ae people involved Pardy, 
it must be die contact between student and machine. But also, if I was snidc there 
was nobody looking around for help. Sometimes I would go to someone else and 
say I can't figure diis out, but there was no come and go. 

The following conunents revealed how these students missed interacting with other students: 

I hardly spoke to nxneduu) one or two on the course. The reasons for doing the 
course woukl be varied and therefore it would have been interesting to find out 
what different machines peq)le had. It ought have been possible to extend 
ccmtact, exchange information, eq)ecially if pooplt were thinking of buying. On 
in-service courses it is often the chat with colleagues which is the most important 

One doesn't really get to know other people, we were all doing our own thing. It 
may be if there was nxire discussion we would have had a cioss-fertilisation of 
ideas. This ought have been stimulating, I don't know what odier people wanted 
to get out of it. Quite a few had secretarial experience. It might be that one shouki 
have an explanation followed by some work, then a break with discussion, after 
which f^ple could have another go. 

The tutors considered that time for interaction amongst students would nc^ to be extracted 
from the time spent on machines. B ut perhaps, at least, they coukl have given the students some time 
to get to know each other on the furst night and then they could have suggested an after-session 
meeting-place, a local cafe or pub where students could gather if they wished. This, as we shall see 
on the section on evaluation, would have been beneficial for the tutors too. 

The students on Course B, unlike diose on Course A, did not express a wish for more 
interaction with other students during the course. This was not surprising as they had been given 
plenty of opportunities during the course to mingle together. As we saw in die section on 
'effectiveness as gaining self-awareness' , rlie tutors andco-ordinators saw social interaction as being 
an important part of their students' learning needs. So they provided opportunities for dus to take 
place both during and after courses. Similarly, as we saw in the eaiiier section on guidance, the tutors 
endeavoured to give their students continuous support for both vocational and social problems. 
During our observation period, the tuttur gave some students on the spot reassurance about housing 
and transport problems. The co-ordinator was concerned that there seemed to be no provision for 
such help in the new premises. Some students might be left in isolation with their problems. She 
admitted that other students did not need such suppon: 

COMPUTER STUDIES 

29 37 



People with emodonal problems, pec^le with proUems from the financial point 
of view, problems with housing department, social security, job centre - you name 
it-thereisnoK)netheretotalktoaboutitonone-toKmebftns. You cannot expect 
the tuton to dn^ a class and attend to a particular student Much easier to handle 
people in that small situation, (the former premises) 

The way it*s being done, I and sotoc students see it as impersonal - not all of theia 
They seem to be woildng in isolation to a large extent 

One Course B tutor described how former students could still keep in touch by means of the 
club. He saw this support as being important for students who, even after training, failed to find 
employment But there was now some doubt as to whether or not, the Employment Thuning 
Managers intended to continue running the club: 

Also the club helps that - that gives them something else to grasp on to because 
you've got to remember as well that there's no point in boostering somecMie's self- 
confidence and getting them all excited about, 'CMi, Tm going to get a job, I'm 
going to get a job,' and they go out and it (that feeling) gradually disq)pears and 
nothing happens. So we try and link up at the end of the course, we try and keep 
in touch with the students - both by the club scene, by * if we find out about any 
vacancies or posts that might suit them, we'll get in touch with them - we have 
social evenings - all former students are asked - also anyone's welcome to drop 
in at any time, have a chat with Z (co-ordinatt>r), myself or Y (other tutor). They 
become friends rather than students. 

Another feeling of isolation was expressed by tfie Course A smdents. They felt that they had 
not been given enough responsibility for making decisions about the format of the course. They 
would have liked .0 have been more in control of their own learning by being given opportunities 
for discussion and by receiving less lecturing from the tuKnrs: 

People seemed to be doing different thir rjs in the course. It would have bern 
interesting to see what other people were doing, rather than just doing your own 
thing. I know it is very difficult to push people together and make them interact. 
Howeveronecouldleamfromotherpeople. Theyhavedifferentreasonsforbeing 
on the course and a different background. Peihaps tfiey could tell you something 
of interest rather than just the lecturers telling you something. 

I think that adults do learn differently and that far more coukl be made of this. 
Adults will speak out, they will ask questions. They will communicate more. I 
don't know whether some course lecmrcrs know how to handle that - still nuuiy 
lecturers talk at you. Some do not use the potential to spark off discussion. There 
could be tremendous discussion. I think possibly that adults should do more about 
it The courses are voluntary and paid for, the lecturer is not doing you a favour. 
Some lecturers feel that they have to get tiirough all the material. I don't think you 
have to wiUi adults. We ourselves - tf , students - should be taking more control. 
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TUTOR ISOLATION 



The tutOTs on both courses expressed a feeling of being isolated from their students though this had 
aradier different meaning on each of the courses. The evening course tutors said that they lost contact 
with dieir students after the completion of the course. This meant that diey had no means of 
evaluating the long term benefits of the course or of gaining ideas from students for plan^iing 
computing courses in the future. One tutor complained: 

We get feedback from full-time students and the^*- employers. But with night- 
school we don't know. There is obviously an enormous appetite for anything on 
computers. In six months time it would be nice if they came back to tell us what 
it would have been good to cover. Six months is arbitrary, but you also don* t know 
if they art subconsciously benefiting. Last night is the end, we will never see them 
again. 

Perhaps if during the course, they had made an attempt to make social contact with their students, 
as we suggested in the previous section, they may have managed to have kept in touch with some of 
the students. As we have seen in the section on student isolation, the students had been keen fc/ there 
to be an opportunity for making social contacts at least amongst themselves. 

In the past, the day course tutors had been used to having close links with their students. Fot 
instance, the co-ordinator interviewed students in the same premises as they were taught Therefore 
before the stan of the course, the tutors had plenty of information about their students. Tutors were 
now seeing some of these close links with their students disappearing. For example, students were 
now interviewed elsewhere and arrived to do a course without the tutors having this information. 
Thus, the mtor did not know that the disabled student couki only use one hand and that some of his 
students had previous computing experience. The co-ordinator described how students now joined 
the course: 

No policy - you just take them as they come off - like an assembly line - as they 
are referred. 

The tutors, though, were not really mainly concerned about their own feelings of isolation. 
They were more worried about their students* isolation, how these people would cope if tiiey no 
longerreceivedhelpfiromeitherthetutorsnorfrom thenewvarious guidance procedures. Thetutors 
and co-ordinators felt tiiat tiie latter should have been adequate but they were not being fully 
implemented and this, as we have seen, had adverse effects on their students* learning. One tutor 
pointed out how his former role as adviser was meant to be replaced by tiiat of the Trairung Manager 
and the students*Action Plans. 

They're free to ask questions on any subject, not j ust computing eitiier. If someone 
^ said to me Tm interested in learning about cooking or whatever Td do my best to 
find out whether or there was a course for them to follow through. Now with these 

COMPUTER STUDIES 



ERLC 



31 19 



Ptisonal Action Plans, that's a little mote difficult Hiough with these, they are 
siq>posed to be dynamic, they're meant to be kept by die student and changed at 
any time. They're supposed tositdown with their IVainingManagerandsay. 'I'm 
not too sure I want to head in this direction.* 

The evening class tutors expressed a feeling of being isolated from their colleagues as well as 
from dieir students. They maintained that there was a lack of liaison within die extiamnral 
department. For example, they needed to be given more background infnmation by the dqiartment 
about their students. Then they could plan courses more suited to the students' needs. In theb view, 
adult education was important but there was a lack of co-ordination between die different classes 
being taught by tfiis department. They did not feel that the University itself gave diem enough 
recognition for carrying out this form of adult teaching. 

RESOURCES 

In Chapter 2 in the section on 'effectiveness as learning about computers', we saw how the Course 
A tutors maintained that the choice of equipment for a beginners' computing class was important 
They considered that the machines needed to be easy to use so that students would quickly feel at ease 
and so would be readily able to understand what computers could do. These tutors had been fortunate 
in that they had been able to choose their own equipment. The resource needs of the students on 
G)urse B were not nearly so well catered for. For instance, they had to share one printer between 
tfuee, whilst the Course A students had a high quality laser printer connected to their individual 
machines. In addition, during the first ran of the course. Course B students had to share one leam- 
to-typc disc amongst the whole class and because the course was about to be ttansfetred to a building 
witli different machines, there were not sufficient teaching materials developed for the course. 
Students who were quick learners, or who had previous computing experience, could not be moved 
on to another more advanced course because there was not room for such flexibility. Understandably 
these various shortages were fiustrating for the students and their tutor. But fortunately the 
difficulties would be short-lived as soon the course was to be transferred to new premises with newer 
equiptnent plus more space. Many of the problems mentioned in previous sections, such as friction 
between experienced and inexperienced students and feelings of boredom, would then be solved. 

The Course A tutors felt that with two tutors and one technician for half the evening they were 
lacking in manpower. Bnt this perception o'a shortage could have been more to do with the course 
content being unsuited to such a wide range of ability amongst the students. On both courses the less 
experienced students feh tfiat they were getting insufficient help. So better guidance procedures 
directing more experienced students away ftom the beginners' course, or to quick'.y transfer such 
students on to more advanced courses might solve these difficulties. 

The Course B tutor with seven students did not feel that he needed any further assistance. He 
wished that there was more ncm-tcaching time available for develq)ing materials for the new course. 
Course A tutors fel t that the amount of time that they had spent on planning and teaching tfieir course 
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WIS not f Tpreciated by the University. They held that this was not entirely the fault of die University 
but was due to a general undervaluing of the needs of the communities surrounding any university. 
This resulted in a lack of funding: 

The problems of conunitment are not just within the University, it is a nationwide 
thing. Hiere is no encouragement to the University to put on such a course. It's 
all charity woric when it comes down to it. You could argue tfut it's not a good 
way todo things. The University is living within aconununity, there's alotof talk 
of Universities becoming more accountable to the ccmimunity * this is one way that 
they can do it but it is not backed up, there is no structure. You are talking about 
iite big changes in the University structure and I can't see that happening. 

The problem is simply one of time and recognition of that. So the way we feel is 
thai this kind of work should be continued and expanded, but then you have to rely 
on one or two things. You either have to rely on the goodwill of the people doing 
it or you have to have a more firm University backing for it and that in the end 
comes down to money. Not money for the tutors but nx)ney for the resources to 
relieve people from other duties. 

EVALUATION/ASSESSMENT 

Course A tuto^ .arricd out their own evaluation of the com sc by requesting their stud -rnts to fill in 
questionnaire during the last session. But they had no means of finding out the long-term benefits 
of the course hs they lost contact with all their students after the last session. This, they maintained, 
was undesirable as some such information would be useful for planning present and possible future 
courses. They saw this lack of evaluation as being a failure on the pan of the Department of 
Extramural studies. Bnt they felt that this lack was very much due to a general nationwide disinterest 
in the values of adult education and so to insufficient funding for the University to carry out 
evaluation procedures and for the tutors to develop new courses. 

Course B was still in the planning stages so it would be too early to carry out any evaluation 
of the effectiveness of teaching methods in general. All that can be said so far is that several students 
seemed to be very poorly motivated and that appeared to be because they had not been intervdewed 
with sufficient care before joining the course. In such circumstances, it was difficult for effective 
teaching to take place. At the time of the research, these guidance procedures did seem to need 
evaluation as the lack of implementation was having an adverse effect on some students' learning. 
Some students seemed to be too experienced to benefit from this two week course. The tutor said 
that they were probably there just because the class needed filling. Cost-effectiveness seemed to have 
taken precedence over learning needs and effective teaching. In the new building, the tutors intended 
to implement assessment procedures which would allow students to nK>ve on more advanced 
courses at their own speed and to gain entrance qualifications for further computing courses at other 
institutions. 
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SUMMARY 



In this chapter we have described the way in which a range of factors impinge on :eaching 
effectiveness. These were lack of guidance and support; the composition of the class in terms of 
experience, ability and age; the wish felt by several students for more contact with other students; 
the need for students to have some control of their own learning; the tutors' lack of background 
informadon about students; the lack of recognition by providers of the amount of tutors' work and 
of time involved in the preparation and running of such courses; the need for adequate resources for 
equipment and for the setting up of courses; and the value of undertaking course evaluation and 
guidance. 

In the concluding chapter we try to draw together the key points from our case-studies and 
discuss their implications for teaching. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this final chapter we consider what our research on these computing courses has to tell us about 
adult education in general and teaching methods in particular. Firsdy , we provide summary answers 
to various aspects of the research described in Chapter 1 . ^^econdly, we provide tables encapsulating 
the central elements of our findings on teaching methods. 

THE RESEARCH QUESTIi WS: SOME ANSWERS 

Looking back to the original focus of the research, what have these computing courses got to tell us? 

- providers' definitions of adult students and the influence of adult students on 
teaching methods. 

Course A was intended for anyone over the age of 16 who had an interest in computing and 
who had little previous experience of the subject. The tutoi's used teaching methods which they saw 
as being impropriate for such adults. They wished to demystify the subject and to allow the students 
to discover some of the many uses of computing technology. To achieve this, they selected machines 
that were easy to use and they gave their students plenty of practical experience backed up by friendly 
individual support from themselves. 

CourseB wasintendedforstudentswhowcreregister^d as unemployed. Some of these adults, 
for example the disabled, the long-term unemployed and those under the age of 25 had precedence 
over other adults for joining the course. The main aim of the course was to get such people back into 
employment. So in order to help their students to both get a job and to retain a job, the providers felt 
that the students needed to acquire not only an updating of their skills bu^ also to regain certain f al 
skills, such as being punctual and woiicing effectively with other people. This meant that 
opportunities to use computers as well as opportunities to mingle with other students both in class 
and during social activities were seen as being important 'learning* times for their students. The 
tutors were expected to encourage students to be good time*keepers and to help to rebuild students* 
self-esteem. Thus, the teaching methods for Course B were supposed to be helpful for teaching 
something apart ^m computing. There was, one might say, a 'hidden agenda*. 

- the differences between younger and adult students in terms of study habits, 
learning methods and motivation among others. 

The Course A tutors did not perceive that age had much affect on students' study habits, 
learning or motivation. Coarse B tutors maintained that the older students seemed slower than the 
younger students and they did not l.ave the same previous computing experience from school 
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learning as the younger ones had Nevertheless, their older smdents appeared to be more willing to 
keq) practising than the young«a- wies were; to be able to acquire more knowledge and to retain their 
learning for longer. The tutor implied that the older students* lack of familiarity with computing 
technology was perhaps an advantage. TJiey seemed more keen to leam than the younger students 
who seemed to think that they did not need to njake an effort with computing as they knew about h 
already. But in many cases, this was not tme. Their previous computing experience was sometimes 
rather meagre in that they had sonjetimes shared one computer between thirty pupils. 

The Course B student who was also a computer nrainer said that she liked to put her computing 
students in pairs, one older student with a younger student and each with their own machine. She 
considered that this type of support helped to buiU up the confidence of older students who, unlike 
the younger ones, tended to have had very little previous experience. The younger students did not 
feel that they were being held back as they were doing their own work and just helping the other 
student with minor problems. 

One tutor felt that it was difficult for older students to feel motivated as ii was more difficult 
for them than for the younger students to get computing jobs. He said computing tended to be an 
occupation for the young. He described how a student in his 50's considered the course was 'fun* 
to do but that he could not see any vocational benefits deriving from it. 

The co-ordinator maintained that it was difficult for adults to admit to a lack of knowledge 
because in our society being adult meant being experienced and having plenty of knowledge. Adults 
therefore felt humiliated if they had to admit to a complete ignorance of a subject - which was what 
some of them had to do as far as computing was concerned. Children, on the other hand, do n^t mind 
admitting that they do noi know about something because they, unlike adults, do not lose face. 

One young student said that on this course and at college, he missed competing against other 
smdents. 

- the advantages and disadvantages of a mixture of younger and older students 
in the same class 

First let us remind the reader of the different age range on the two courses. For the evening 
course, students were aged between 30 and 65 whilst the Employment Training students, ranged in 
age between 1 8 and 58. The Course A tutors did not seem to perceive that there were any advantages 
or disadvantages in having a mixture of younger and older students in the same dass. They 
maintained that ability had a more important effect on teaching in that it was difficult to plan a 
computing course which suited a wide range of ability. Their older students said that they found the 
younger students tended to liven up the class as they were more prone to ask questions tlian the older 
students were. So they felt that the mixture of ages was beneficial to their learning. They wished 
that there had been more opportunities during the course for older and younger students to exchange 
ideas and to discuss their varying previous experiences. 
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Though the tutors did not point out any advantages or disadvantages in having a mixtiut of 
younger and older students in the sanoe class, the co-ordinator on Course saw the two age groups 
as being slightly antagonistic towards each other, the older ones did not want to appear foolish in fix>nt 
of the younger ones whereas the latter felt that the foimer would hold them back* Some students were 
not entirely happy about the range of ages on this course. An older man cc»isideted that the younger 
ones all had previous computing experience and so should not be taught alongside older smdents who 
had no computing experience and who were, therefore, bound to be slower. The younger students 
took up the tutor's time and then insufficient help was given to the older beginners. One young 
student said that he would have preferred being in a class of the same age group as himself as he felt 
that his interests were so different from the okier students. 

- the problems in learning needs adults see themselves as having and the 
institutional responses to these 

The students indicated that plenty of practical experience backed up by indivulual tuition was 
particularly helpful for learning computing. For both courses, each student was provided with a 
machine and a low student-tutor ratio. Many of the students on Course A felt that they needed more 
opportunities to interact with other students on the course as they conskiered diis would be beneficial 
to their learning. Such interaction would enable them to exchange and develop ideas. Some of the 
students also wanted to be more in control of their learning. The students on Course B appreciated 
being given opportunities at 'open* sessions to select activities for themselves. 

Some of the Course A students would have liked to have been given guidance on the 
whereabouts of further computing courses. The tutors held that this type of advice would be difficuk 
to provide as educational institutions tended to be poor at giving such information to erne another. 
There was a lack of communication between the various institutions. Some Course B Employment 
Training students wished to know how their learning on the course was going to help their vocational 
aims. This advice should have been provided to them through pre-course assessment procedures and 
through Training Managers* assistance with students* Action Plans. The set-up for this guidance 
seemed to have been in place but was not yet being implemented. One student indicated that it would 
be helpful too for s uch students to be given an opportunity to discuss in class each others* vocational 
plans. The students were oupposed to have this type of discussion with their Training Managers too. 

- adult students' perceptions of providers in terms of attitudes towards mature 
students and in terms of the range of teaching methods used 

Half the Coune A students had received the University brochure because they had previously 
attended a course there and three students had signed on for the University *s other computing course. 
This does perhaps signify that the adults found this providcr*s attitudes towards mature students as 
being satisfactory. One student admitted that the equipment and the type of teaching had attracted 
him to the course: 
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The University has the latest technology. They also tend to be quite understanding 
of people. 

Most Course B students had not been given a choice of provider. Sonne of them objected to 
the content of the course rather than to the range of teaching methods used. 

• effectiveness of teaching methods in general and cost-effectiveness in particular 

As we pointed out in Chapter 3, Course A tutors carried out their own evaluation of die course 
by requesting their students to fill in a questionnaire during the last session. But the Department of 
Extramural studies does not carry out any form of evaluation. The tutors maintained that diis was 
unsatisfactory as inforaoation derived from an evaluation would be useful for planning present and 
possible future courses. Moreover, they felt there could also be a cross-course assessment of rela* 
tionships between subjects. They pointed out that the lack of evaluation was probably due to a lack 
of funding. 

The course attracted the number of students for which it was designed, 20, so perhaps the 
course fee of £14.50 was set at about tlie right level. No students passed comment on the amount 

Course B was still in the planning stages so it would be too eariy to carry out any evaluation 
of the effectiveness of teaching methods in general. All that can be said so far is that several students 
seemed to be very poorly motivated and that i^peared to be because they had not been interviewed 
with suff?cient care before joining the course. In such circumstances, it was difficult for effective 
teaching to take place. Some students seemed to be too experienced to benefit from this two week 
course. ITie tutor said that they were probably there just because the class needed filling. Cost- 
effectiveness seemed to have taken precedence over learning needs and effective teaching. In the 
new building, tiie tutors intended to implement assessment procedures which would allow students 
to move on tomore advanced courses at their own speed and to gain entrance qualifications for further 
computing courses at other institutions. 

There were suggestions for improvements finom the students for both courses. Some of the 
evening course students had found the course too intensive and felt that they needed more time to 
practice. A few considered that tiie teaching had been too tutor-centred for adults and wished that 
there had been more opportunity for discussion and negotiation. Many of these students regretted 
that there was not sufficient time to conununicate with, and learn from, die other students. 

Some of the day students felt that they would have liked to have covered mart ground in the 
two weeks. During the course, some students did seem to spend quite a lot of time playing computing 
games. They, perhaps, were unwilling to consolidate properly their knowledge by practising and 
experimenting for themselves. The new assessment procedures and further development of course 
materials would hopefully overcome this problem. Some students considered that there was 
sufficient content, particularly for beginners. A few students thought that the handouts could have 
been more clearly written and that some video material would have been helpful. One student, the 
computer trainer, maintained that the course would have been more interesting if the students had 
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spent less time on each activity. For instance, sometinies they spent too much time working at the 
machines or too much time listening to the tutor. On both courses, a few students held that on some 
occasions, the mtors tended to be too much like experts and they did not always explain computing 
errors as fully as the students would have liked. Nevertheless, on both courses, many students 
expressed their appreciation of the teaching which they had received 

Our overall impression from these computing courses is that most smdents, particularly those 
who were interested in the type of computing being offered on the course, had gained from attending. 
Some of the gains mentioned by the smdents were: 

• a practical knowledge of computers which would be useful at home or/and at work 

• an increase of interest in computing 

• a revision of previous computing knowledge 

• more self-awareness, such as the value of study for one's personal development 

• attimdinal changes, such as being punctual. 

After attending these courses, many students were eager to learn more about computers or to 
put their new computing knowledge into practice either in a present job or in a possible future job 
or in the home. 

SUMMARY OF VIEWS ON EFFECTIVE TEACHING 

In the three boxes below we attempt to encapsulate the central elements of our findings on teaching 
methods. The first two cover the perceptions of both students and tutors and are subdivided into the 
four areas of effectiveness dealt with in Chapter 2: learning about computing, an interest in 
computing, enjoyment and gaining self-awareness. We hope that these two tables will generate 
questions in themselves. However, we have also included a further box designed to stimulate 
discussion cn some issues in planning courses. 
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BOX 1: ACHIEVEMENT 



Having plenty of practical experience 



Relating theory and practice 



Working at their own speed 



WHAT DTD THE STUDENTS VAI.TTF? HOW WAS THIS AQIIEVED? 

(The views of tutors and students^ 

Leaminp abflut mmmiting 

Feeling at ease with the computers By anending a course designed for beginners. 

Through providing each student with a machine. 
By tutors choosing user-friendly equipment 
By ^nudents receiving individual suppcnt from the 
tutors. 

Through tutors establishing a friendly relationship 
with students. 

Hands-on exercises. 

Each student having a machine to work on. 

Tutors giving lectures or brief talks backed up by 
visual aids demonstrating principles of computing. 
Clearly written explanations in handouts. 
By using a computer manual. 

Students having individual machines. 
The provision of additional exercises and activities 
for quick students. 
Individual tuition. 

Students' confidence being built up through th? 
above teaching methods. 

Students being encouraged to experiment with the 
computers. 

Students being in control of their own learning in 
'open sessions* when students choose their own 
activities. 

By tutors not overloading the course content 
An inrerest in rompufing 

Learning how they could use computing Working through packages demonstrating the 
at home or at work uses of computing eg word processing, spread- 

sheets, mailmerge. 

Listening to lectures/talks on the uses of 
computers in the home and workplace. 
Through working on machinery which is easy to 
use. 

Through individual tuition fiom friendly tutors. 
Through having plenty of practical computing 
experience. 
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BOXl: ACHIEVEMENT, continued 





Fn^nviMnt 


Learning something new and challenging Course being tai^geted at apprq^nate students (ie 

beginners). 

Through learning about a new technology. 
Through gaining an understanding of computers. 


Gaining confidence 


Through using user-friendly equipment 


Having a sense of achievement 


Through feeling in control of the noachines. 


Gaining self*awsir»nMfi 


Learning to mix with a variety of 
people 


Through setting time aside for tea and coffee- 
breaks. 

Thiough after course social activities eg club, 
parties. 


Learning to be punctual 


Tutors encouraging students to be good time- 
keepers eg arrive on time in the morning, take 
coffee-breaks at fixed times. 


Learning to be active again 


Tutors encouraging students to keep working. 


Realising the values of study or of 
training - both on the present coune 
and in the future 


Through remming to adult education. 


Gaining self-esteem 


Through coping with new technology. 
By atten'^jng a course. 
By being active. 
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BOX 2: CONSTRAINTS 



CONSTRAINTS IDENTIFIEP BY thecqnsequ encesofthrcqnstraints 

TUTORS AND STUDENTS fThe views of tutors and studenK^ 

Learnmg about mmnutiny 

Insufficient equipment Students having io wait eg for a turn on the 

printer or the typing disc. Tutors spending time 
on equipment instead of on teaching students. 

Tutors correcting errors too quickly and Poor relationship with students, 
without offering explanation to stude<(its Students losing tonfidenct; in their own abilities 

at computing. 

Computing not demystified. 

Tutors lecturing for too long Students not concentrating. 

Students bored. 

Students feeling no control over their own learning. 

Experienced students participating on Less quick students feeling confused, 
beginners* course Tutors spending too much time with the 

non-beginners. 

Resentment developing amongst students. 

An infer^t in rnmnnf iiif 
Students not given adequate guidance Students bored and discontented, 
before the course Not being interested in the type of computing being 

covered by the course. 

Not seeing how the computing offered on the course 
will help future vocational plans. 

EniftYmcnt 

Students feeling that they have been Resentment in such students, 
sent on a course 

Students with different levels of pre- Students bored or confused because course too easy 
vious experience taking the same course or too difficult. 

No social activities and too little social Students not speaking to each other, 
interaction 

Gaining splf-nwargniKs 
No proper pre-course assessment of Students too resentful for 'effective' learning or 
students learning needs attiiudinal changes to take place. 

No provision for social interaction with Lack of opportunities to exchange ideas with other 
students students. 

Too tutor^centrcd No opportunity for students to direct own learning 

eg no class discussion. 
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BOX 3: FURTHER QUESTIONS FOR THOSE PLANNING COURSES 



ADPmnNAL QUESTIONS FOR PLANNERS 



1) Has the typeof computing beingofferedon a course been clearly defined for students before 
they attend? Can they see the relevance and appropriateness for their own needs? 



2) What should providers do when a course attracts students with a wide range of experience 
or of ability? When do they consider that an advanced course should be developed? Are 
tutors being given sufficient non-teaching time for preparing additional materials for the 
quick learners? 



3) Is the equipment being used on a course going to enhance or hinder students* learning? 



4) Are there opportunities for students to learn from each other if they so wish? 



S) Are the students given sufficient control of their own learning? 



6) If students wish to continue studying computing, can the provider give them directions to 
other courses? 



7) Do some students eg the unemployed have needs other than the need to learn computing? 
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APPENDIX: COURSE A: EVE^IING(IJOTVERSrIYEXTIU^ 

PUBUC PROVIDER 



The following description is based on our observation of four evening sessions of this course. 
A CHRONOLOGICAL DESCRIPTION 
Sessions 1-4 

The first four 'sessions were not observed. Text processing and graphics were covered during diis 
time. 

Session 5 (Spreadsheets) 

At 7.30 the students entered and sat at a machine. For ten minutes they read through the notes for 
the evening's session, which were already in front of them (information, examples to wchIc through 
and further exercises). Some began to work on the early examples whilst others waited for the 
opening talk. The machines and software were already prepared. 

From 7.40 - 8.20 one tutor talked on spreadsheets in general. The topics consisted of Typical 
Applications, Entering Data, Entering Formulae, Selecting Cells, Relative References, Entering a 
Total and Basic Spreadsheet Capabilities. Six pages of notes were worked through, with practical 
examples, as the tutor talked on each point 

By 8.30 the students were ready to try an example on their own, with individual help from the 
tutors. This consisted of producing a bank balance sheet. Everyone woiked at their own pace and 
with approximately half an hour to go some were ready to move on to another exercise. This was 
more complicated and consisted of producing an inventory and cost estimate of the contents of a 
laboratory. 

During the period of working on their own there was some movement by the students to ask 
each other questions, but most were content to sit and wait forone of the tutors if they had a problem. 
By the end of the evening a few had fmishea the laboratory exercise whilst some were still working 
on the bank balance. Most seemed to accept that they would not complete all the work and therefore 
finished at a convenient place. 

Session 6 (Spreadsheets continued) 

As on the previous week the students had an opportunity to look through the session notes before 
beginning. This week the introduction coi:$isted of Hrst recalling some of the last session's material 
and the course members worked through this with the tutor. There then followed the introduction 
of further techniques concerned with spreadsheets, such as absolute references and cut, copy and 
paste. The tutor worked fairly swiftly through this section, although he was willing to pause and 
answer questions if the students interjected. 
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As before, by 8.20 an exercise 'sras introduced. This involved wo^g with two or more 
spreadsheets and needed some explanation by the tutor before the students were left on dieir own. 
Some then continued to worlc at this exercise, preferring to make sure that diey had mastered it 
whilst others went on to afiirther task. This involved creating two spreadsheets and combining than 
on a third. During the last hourthe tutors were kept busy answering a number of queries from students 
who were at many different stages of completion. 

Session 7 (Project Work) 

Six different projects were introduced to the students. These were laid cut on separate sheets and the 
members were asked to choose one to work on during the session. Two projects involved text 
processing, two involved graphics, one was concemed with a spreadsheet exercise and there was a 
further task, which involved text processing combined with spreadsheet work, which had been 
introduced the week before. It was therefore possible for the students to concentrate on any on« 
aspect of the course. The remainder of the session was then taken up with individual work assisted 
by the tutors. 

Session 8 (Course Review and Project Work) 

The evening was begun by a review of the course. This lasted for approximately half an hour and 
consisted of a short talk on the advantages and disadvantages of the machine tliat the students had 
been using, followed by recall of the major applications to which the students had been introduced. 
The smdents were also given an evaluation sheet which they were asked to fill in before die end of 
the session. They were then asked to coatinue the project begun the previous week, to start a new 
project or to try one of the'gamcs' which were offered. The 'games' were used to show the smdents 
to what extent they had mastered the physical skills of operating the machine. Over the final two 
weeks, the course members had chosen a variety of projects, some working quickly through them, 
whilst others proceeded more slowly with occasional deviations using experiments of their own 
making. 
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APPENDIX B: DAY (EMPLOYMENT TRAINING) COURSE: 
PRIVATE SECTOR PROVIDER 



This description is based on our observation of the teaching methods used on Course B. For the first 
running of the course, we observed six and a half of the nine days. For jie second running, we 
observed four of the nine days. We used part of the time in which stuaents were carrying out 
individual activities, to conduct our interviews. First, we present a tnief outline of the topics ix>vered 
during the course and then we describe the activities which took place on day one and day two. 



COURSE TOPICS 



Session 1 


Finding your way around the computer Keyboard 


" 2 


Finding your way around the computer keyboard 


" 3 


Understanding how to use the word processor to create and edit a document 


" 4 


Preparing a document for the printer and printing it out 




Students practice the various skills they have acquired during the first week 


5 


Physical components of a computer 


" 7 


Setting up a database 


" 8 


Formatting a disk: copying files; deleting files 


" 9 


Mailmerge 


" 10 


Students practice 



Session 1: Monday ; 4 male students. 



9.30 - 9.55 The students and tutor talked together as they had a cup of coffee. 

9.55^ 10.05 The tutor showed the studentf '*^to the adjacent teaching room where he asked them 
to choose a seat opposite one of the machines. He then gave them a brief 
introductory talk covering such topics as the Computer Data Act and deHnitions of 
hardwr ? and software. He outlined the course and told them that it was important 
to read over all handouts carefully and to answer the revision questionnaires as this 
would help to consolidate the students' kriowledge. Next he asked the studenis 
about their previous computing experience. Three students vere doing computing 
in a placement scheme for the unemployed in the University's hbrary. The other 
student has been to a computing course before. 

10.05 - 10. 1 5 The students started some practical activities on the computers. They were shown 
how to switch on the machines, how to insert discs and the functions of some of the 
keys. They each had a handout on this - 'Finding your way around the computer 
keyboard'. 

10. 15 - 10.20 The tutor gave a brief talk on the definition of a disc. 
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10.2C - 10.30 The students started the word processing programmes. They tried out various keys 

as the ntor gave them instructions. 
10.?0- i: 00 Then the tutor gave a hrieftalk about the differences between a word pr^ 

a typewriter. The students practised with soii* oiorc keys. 
11.30- 11.38 The tutor explained how to store information on a word processor, to move 

paragraphs around and to make alterations, 
i 1.38 - 12.30 The students practised these various functions; the tutor told them to share the one 

tcach-yoursclf-typing disc. 
12.30 - 1.30 Lunch break -one student went to college for an *0' Grade English class. 

I. 30 - 2.40 The other students practised typing out extracts from books. They re-read the 

handouts for directions. The tutor went round the class helping individual students. 
2.40 > 3.00 Tea-brcak 

3.00 - 4. 10 The students continued these exercises. One student was ahead of the rest and 
staned the session 2 handout, 'Understanding how to use the word processor to 
create and edit a document. This student was used to doing a lot of typing in his 
home. 

4.10 - 4.30 This student wanted to print out his work so the tutor showed him how to do this 
and the other students gathered round to watch. 

Session 2: Tuesday; 4 male students. 

9.30 - 9.55 Students read the Session 2 handout, on 'How to create and edit a document'. 

9.55 - 10.25 The tutor revised the previous day'^ work. Then he explained how to make 
margins, and to change the size of print. He said that he was going to come round 
ihe class giving individual help. The students were told that they could look at the 
computing manual but were warned it was difficult to use. During this talk, the 
students had been directed to use various keys on their machines. 

10.25 - 1 1.00 The tutor went round the class, giving students individual help. Students worked 
through the practical exercises and questions on the worksheets. The Tutor 
suggested the student who was ahead, might like to try italic pnnting on the word 
processor and primer. 

II. 00-11.15 Tea-break. 

11.15 - 11.40 One student used the typing disk; 2 others typed extracts fmn books; one typed his 

own computer information notes. 
12.20 - 12.30 Some students printed out work they had been doing. 
1?.30- 1.30 Lunch-break. 
1 .30 - 2.45 The students continued practising. 
2.45 - 3.00 Tea-break. 

3.00 - 4.00 The tutor showed students different ways in which to print out their work, 
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